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“Keep a diary, and someday it’ll keep you.” 
– Mae West (popularized), attributed to diarist Margo Asquith 
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I. Introduction 
 As defined by the Society of American Archivists, a finding aid is “a tool that 
facilitates discovery of information within a collection of records.”1 Finding aids give 
descriptions of materials in order to aid patrons in understanding what materials are 
present within a collection. Finding aids are crucial in aiding primary source discovery. 
Links, et al, (2016) in their study “Who holds the key to Holocaust-related sources? 
Authorship as subjectivity in finding aids,” agree that archival finding aids “are among 
the most important tools” to assist in primary source research. Finding aids are used by 
many—from historians and researchers, to first year college students visiting their 
school’s Special Collections for the first time. 
 In “The Illusion of Omniscience: Subject Access and the Reference Archivist,” 
Mary Jo Pugh (1982) establishes that the creation of finding aids “requires historical 
knowledge, imagination, and the ability to write clear prose.” These requirements 
combine with the assumed prerequisite that archivists need to be objective in their 
construction of finding aids. In fact, in the 2013 article, “Evidence, Memory, Identity, 
and Community: Four Shifting Archival Paradigms,” Terry Cook contends that the 
public sees the archivist as “neutral, objective, impartial, an honest broker between 
creator [of finding aids] and researcher.” However, Links, et al (2016), contend that 
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“archivists [are] invisible handmaidens of historians” and that their role in “appraising, 
processing, describing, and classifying documents remain[s] hidden behind a veil of 
apparent neutrality and impartiality.” Links, et al, furthers their claim by asserting “the 
content of finding aids is determined by their authors and the context in which they are 
creating them” (Links, et al, 2016).  
 According to many studies,2 it cannot be denied that subjectivity exists within 
archives. While the majority of archivists claim to strive toward objectivity, many are 
aware that they may not achieve it.3 It can be especially challenging to be objective when 
the materials are about controversial topics, such as war.  
 There are few events in American history as controversial as the Civil War. A 
pivotal turning point in American history, the Civil War was as contentious then as it is 
now. During the Civil War, the controversy was evident in personal narratives. Journals 
and diaries indicate soldiers’, Union and Confederate, feelings concerning the war. These 
controversies bleed into personal narratives, and in turn, those who read them, as the 
reader has their own bias.  
The Civil War is still being fought today, according to journalist Jason Wilson, as 
“Confederate symbols have become a crucible of racial tension.”4 This is prominent in 
Southern states, where there are numerous monuments. The destruction of, or the 
decision to keep these monuments has added to already controversial topic of the Civil 
War.  
 Special Collections at public universities in the Mid-Atlantic region offer a unique 
opportunity to examine this phenomenon. Using Civil War diary finding aids, this study 
will explore the extent of subjectivity in finding aids by conducting a quantitative content 
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analysis of positive subjective terms. The study will also investigate what differences 
there are between finding aids at the different schools. Finally, the study will attempt to 
determine if subjective language signals archivists' personal interests in finding aids. Are 
subjective finding aids likely to impact how readers engage with the materials? 
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II. Literature Review 
Archivists and Finding Aids 
Archivists know “the universals of human experience—” love, longing, hardship, 
growth— “long before they [become] elements of historical analysis (Pugh, 1982). 
Likewise, Caroline Muglia states in her paper “Context, Subjectivity and Agency: A 
Study of Finding Aids by Triangle Area North Carolina Archivists,” “the archival 
profession is connected first to human experience and second to documenting that 
experience.”  
Through the finding aid, an archivist acts as a mediator between the researcher 
and history (Pugh, 1982). Pugh states, “the archivist is assumed to be a subject specialist 
who introduces the user to the relevant records through finding aids.” Similarly, in 
“Introduction: Memory ethics—Or the Presence of the Past in the Present,” David 
Wallace claims archivists are seen “as guardians and trustworthy intergenerational 
transmitters of the past.”  
While archivists are seen as trustworthy guardians and subject specialists of the 
past, there is debate over their power. In “What is Past is Prologue: A History of Archival 
Ideas Since 1898, and the Future Paradigm Shift (Part I),” Cook observes the processes 
over time that have determined what was worth remembering and what was forgotten, 
deliberately or accidentally. Such collective ‘remembering’ and ‘forgetting,’ he states, 
“occurs [in] galleries, museums, libraries, historic sites, historic monuments, public 
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commemorations, and archives––perhaps most especially through archives.” 
While there are formal standards and best practices for archival description, and 
there are several examples of representative finding aids available online on the Society 
of American Archivists,5 the Library of Congress,6 and the National Archives and 
Records Administration7 websites, there are no official standards, only assumed best 
practices at the institutional level, for the creation of finding aids. Archivists know to be 
neutral, but, of course, this is not always the case.  
In “Neutrality, Social Justice and the Obligations of Archival Education and 
Educators in the Twenty-First Century,” Anne Gilliland defines neutrality as 
“impartiality, tolerance, non-alignment, and objectivity.” Gilliland refers to the 
International Council on Archives (ICA) Code of Ethics that states: “the objectivity and 
impartiality of archivists is the measure of their professionalism. They should resist 
pressure from any source to manipulate evidence so as to conceal or distort facts.”8 
However, in “Transforming the Crazy Quilt: Archival Displays from a User’s 
Point of View,” Wendy Duff and Penka Stoyanova argue that archivists create finding 
aids in a way in which they are most comfortable, rather than in a way that would allow a 
potential researcher the full experience of the collection. Muglia agrees that “there [is] a 
tension between the role of archivists as objective vessels through which materials are 
processed and delivered to users and experiential knowledge that necessarily impacts 
those collections.” 
The literature on objectivity falls into two categories: “those who question 
objectivity in the work of archives with or without calling for fuller disclosure; and those 
who call for fuller disclosure with or without questioning the role of objectivity” 
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(Muglia). Michelle Light and Tom Hyry advocate to include information about the 
processing archivist, as well as providing a list of what was modified and deaccessioned 
from the collection within the finding aid in their essay “Colophons and Annotations: 
New Directions for the Finding Aid.” By learning about the archivist, the researcher can 
use the finding aid to a greater extent. 
Muglia agrees that transparency about the archivist would contribute to the 
richness of a finding aid, as finding aids “contain materials and formats unique to the 
creator, which are accessioned with various restrictions and priorities; and processed by 
an archivist often with the help of a volunteer or student assistant over a period of time 
with certain budgetary and time constraints” (Muglia, 2012).   
Subjectivity in Finding Aids 
 In Muglia’s paper, she investigated three aspects of web-based finding aids on 
institutional websites: the placement of sections in the finding aid; the language used in 
the finding aid; and additional information added to the finding aid. The language of the 
finding aids analyzed in Muglia’s study showed subjectivity with the use of phrases such 
as “of particular interest.” These subjective positive terms were used to identify materials 
within the collection that were unique. Muglia, and others who study the subjectivity of 
archival description,9 wonder who they are unique to: the archivist, or to researchers? 
 Not only did Muglia’s study clearly reveal there is subjectivity within finding 
aids, but among archivists as well. In one of Muglia’s interviews, someone stated, “there 
is no such thing as pure objectivity.”10
 
Another explained, “[it’s] not possible to be 
objective, which is why finding aids should be minimal.”11
 
Another participant said 
“even with a goal of objectivity, every collection ‘sucks you in.’”12
 
Two participants 
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explained, that when constructing finding aids, “historical subject knowledge and 
personal values influence the way in which aspects of a collection were described” 
(Muglia, 2012). With examples such as race relations or contentious public figures, the 
same two participates “noted difficulties in remaining objective” (Muglia, 2012). One 
participant mentioned that finding aids are “interesting documents themselves— how 
people are writing about history all relates to the finding aid.”13 
All of the archivists interviewed for Muglia’s study reported “they reflect[ed] 
upon potential users of collections in archival processing and finding aid creation.” This, 
Muglia claims, “signals an intrinsic connection between the individual shaping the 
collection and the one accessing its contents.”  
 In a suggestion for further research, Muglia suggests a quantitative content 
analysis “to glen the kind of content added to finding aids.” She recommends keyword 
searches for subjective positive terms, and believes that a study such as this may reveal 
that “finding aids are laden with subjective terms that signal users to archivists’ interests 
rather than their own.” 
Controversial Materials 
By studying contentious topics, one can learn more about subjectivity in finding 
aids. Spyros Tsompanakis discusses the importance of controversial materials in libraries 
and archives in his article “A Discussion and Suggestions on Ethical Barriers in 
Librarianship: Information Privacy, Controversial Materials, and Personal Beliefs.” He 
uses Frank Boyles’ 1994 case study regarding the acquisition of Ku Klux Klan materials 
by Central Michigan University's Clarke Historical Library in 199214 as one of his 
examples. Tsompanakis (2014) explains that when it comes to controversial materials, 
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the public is not expected to appreciate materials that are controversial; “instead, libraries 
and, especially, archival departments, must find ways to educate the public on the need 
for controversial historical materials.”  
While controversial materials of historical and socio-political nature may offend 
some patrons, the value of these materials as information sources is immeasurable 
(Tsompanakis, 2014). Tsompanakis cites Martha Cornog15 when he states “users do not 
have to agree with and like certain materials… They don't have to read them, however, 
they must respect the fact that other users may wish to read them.” 
An example of an extremely controversial topic is the Civil War. The Civil War 
was as contentious then as it is now. From the Northern perspective, it was known as the 
War of the Rebellion during and following the war, as United States officials, Unionists 
from both the North and the South, and pro-Union writers deemed the Confederates 
‘Rebels.’16 Contemporary literature also referred to the war as ‘The Great Rebellion.’17 
From the Southern perspective, the war was called the War for Southern Independence, 
though this term immediately fell into disfavor after the Union victory.18 While rarely 
used during the war, the term The War Between States19 grew in popularity after the war, 
and is currently in use only second to The Civil War. The lack of continuity in titles 
suggests the level of controversy this war had during its time. The term, The War 
Between States, similar to The Brothers’ War,20 indicates the level of contentiousness. 
There were times, quite literally, where it was brother against brother, most frequently in 
Border States, though not always.21 The Civil War divided families as it did the nation.  
Thus, there is no better event in American history to use to understand 
subjectivity in American archives. As Carol Reardon states in her essay “Why We Still 
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Care: The Civil War and Memory,” “our Civil War past touches the lives of thousands of 
people who never visited a battlefield park, who never read a war novel, who never saw 
the Ken Burns series.” The Civil War is a part of American history that still triggers its 
citizens, and while history tries hard to inform debates on its memory, there are many 
who “turn a deaf ear to versions of the past that do not fit the story they want to believe” 
(Reardon, 1991). Reardon believes that the impact of the Civil War cannot be overstated 
and that it shows no signs of abating. Yet, she reminds us, “we must understand how 
history and memory work to shape how we remember the past” and we must do what we 
can “to protect the intellectual integrity of history from the assaults of those who would 
use, misuse, or abuse it for ahistorical purposes.” 
Diaries 
Personal narratives, such as diaries and journals, allow historians a glimpse into 
the past as it was, providing rich sources of information on historical events. Diaries are 
frequently private, and are written without the thought that it will be read by others. 
Gordan W. Allport proclaimed the diary is the “document of life” in his 1942 book, The 
Use of Personal Documents in Psychological Science. What makes the diary stand apart, 
Ken Plummer and Martin Bulmer explain in their book Documents of Life: An 
Introduction to the Problems and Literature of a Humanistic Method, is its ability to 
recount an individual’s public and private thoughts at a particular instant. Each account, 
Robert Forthergill furthers, embodies the belief “I am here, and it is exactly now.” 
 In their article, ‘“I spend 1 1/2 hours sifting through one large box...’: Diaries  
as information behavior of the archives user: Lessons learned,” Elaine Toms and Wendy 
Duff assert that “diaries hold great promise for the study of information behavior as they 
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capture rich detail in highly specific contexts and do so using a natural process.” The 
diary also acts within a dual role: “it exploits the participant as both observer and 
informant”22 (Toms and Duff). Allport, Plummer, and Bulmer classify the diary as either: 
the intimate journal, the memoir, the log, the research log, and the diary-interview 
method. Therefore, diaries are a distinct genre. (Allport; Plummer and Bulmer).  
Toms and Duff present the key advantage of diaries as “the short term between 
event occurrence and record of that event.” The diary embodies a discontinuity that 
reflects an “ever-changing present”23 and is, therefore, an accurate reflection of life. 
Unlike interviews and focus groups, Toms and Duff explain, the diary “enables the 
capture of a participant's moment in time rather than reflection after the fact.” The 
privacy and intimacy of diaries allows researchers a unique and specific level of detail 
not found in other primary sources. Diaries test archivists’ ability to be objective in a way 
other materials do not, making diaries a great medium to access subjectivity. 
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III. Methodology 
Introduction 
 This study attempts to contribute to the field of subjectivity in finding aids by 
analyzing Civil War diary finding aids at large, public universities in the mid-Atlantic 
region. The study consists of a content and observational analysis of finding aids from 
five different universities, University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill (UNC), University 
of Virginia (UVA), University of Maryland – College Park (UMD), Pennsylvania State 
University – University Park (PSU), and Rutgers University – New Brunswick (Rutgers). 
 The study will note and observe differences between Civil War diary finding 
aids from southern and northern schools, and examine whether there is a presence of 
positive subjective terms like “of particular interest,” “of special interest,” “of notable 
interest,” “interestingly,” “notably,” “most importantly,” etc. 
 While positive subjective terms are the focus of the study, negative subjective 
terms, such as, “unfortunately,” “disappointingly,” “regrettably,” etc., will be observed 
and recorded.   
State and School Selection 
 The study was originally going to investigate different types of schools (public, 
private, etc.) in the same area. However, due to the collecting nature of academic 
institutions, schools geographically close together do not collect in the same areas. Thus, 
location became the focus of the study, with the type of school being the constant.  
I started with North Carolina and Virginia, as I knew schools in these states have large 
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Civil War collections. I decided to add northern schools in order to make a more 
interesting comparison, as well as yield a larger sample size. I selected Maryland, 
Pennsylvania, and New Jersey, with Maryland taking on a neutral role, as it was a border 
state during the Civil War. 
 At first, New York was chosen instead of New Jersey, but once schools were 
being identified, it was clear that no New York schools matched the other schools that 
collected in the Civil War. I wanted to use a large,24 public university from each state, 
and if possible, the flagship institution. UNC from North Carolina, UVA from Virginia, 
UMD from Maryland, PSU from Pennsylvania, and Rutgers from New Jersey were 
selected. Refer to Appendix A for a summary of each school. 
  Of these states, all but New Jersey had battles during the Civil War. All five of 
the schools were established before the Civil War, and all had students who fought in the 
Civil War. The schools all have large Special Collections and extensive Civil War 
collections. Refer to Appendix B for a summary of each school’s Special Collections 
Library. 
Diary Selection 
 Initially, finding aids of letters and diaries from the Civil War were going to be 
analyzed. However, in order to make the samples as similar as possible, I decided to only 
use diaries. When selecting the collections, the collection had to include at least one 
diary, and the diary had to be the focus of the collection. Collections that had a diary as 
an additional item were not considered.  
 The diary had to be that of a male soldier, either Union or Confederate. It also had 
to be written during the war. While I wanted to include diaries from women and people 
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of color in the study, the finding aids would have had too much variety in order to 
accurately compare subjectivity. Therefore, only diaries of soldiers make up the sample 
in this study.  
 For each school, I searched within Special Collections using the terms ‘civil war 
AND diary’ and ‘civil war AND journal.’ UNC, UVA, and PSU had dozens of results, so 
I used a random number generator (https://www.random.org) to select the diaries. I 
organized the collections in the way they descended on the results page. If the random 
number did not match a diary that worked, I went to the next number. I selected five 
random diaries from UNC, UVA, and PSU.  
 The diaries are a mix of Union and Confederate, though an uneven mix due to the 
nature of the collections and random selection. If the collection was smaller, which was 
the case for UMD and Rutgers, I selected all the diaries that were relevant to my study, 
which happened to be three for each. Therefore, the study will analyze a total of 21 
diaries from both the Union and Confederate perspective. Refer to Appendix C for a 
complete list of the diaries and their identifiers, and Appendix D for a summary of the 
diaries.   
 While this study is not focused on the diaries themselves, it is relevant to mention 
that some of the diaries have been digitized. It will be noted which are available to read 
online. 
Data Collection 
 Data collection was threefold: usage statistics, content analysis, and observation 
analysis. First, I emailed the school’s Special Collections and asked if they recorded how 
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many times something is checked out and looked at in the reading room. All of the 
schools I contacted stated they did record this. 
 The second portion of the study, the content analysis, was conducted in two steps. 
First, the finding aid’s web page was exported as a PDF. Then I scanned for the 
subjective positive terms identified in previous literature within the biographical, 
historical, and scope and content sections using the finder tool. These were recorded in 
Excel. Second, in order to check accuracy, the finding aids were printed out and read in 
full. I marked the subjective positive terms with a highlighter. The results were added to 
Excel. A second individual checked the finding aids in order to confirm accuracy, 
following the same procedure.  
Rutgers does not have online finding aids, but instead has a print guidebook on 
their Civil War materials, so it was only examined in print form. I was generously 
provided a copy of the guidebook for the study free of charge. 
 The last portion of the study, the observational analysis, consisted of a close 
reading of the finding aid. I specifically looked at the structure of the finding aid, the date 
it was written, and if it was written by more than one author. The alliance of the school 
during the Civil War was also noted. These observations were recorded in Excel. 
 In Excel, each university has a sheet. In the sheet, the check out statistics, the 
range, and the circulation program were recorded, as well as the results from the content 
and observational analysis. The data was then complied into tables to summarize the 
findings for each school. Data analysis occurred after the completion of data collection. 
Additional data was collected in this study if it was deemed relevant during the analysis. 
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For example, some of the schools indicated they could provide page view statistics. Not 
all of the schools had this data, but for those that did, it was included.  
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IV. Results 
Usage Statistics 
 Nearly all of the diaries that were selected for this study had been viewed at least 
once in their respective reading room. However, the time ranges in the reading rooms 
differ, with UVA tracking the longest from 2010 to the present. Figure 1 states the ranges 
at each school.   
School Range 
UNC 2011 - September 2018 
UVA 2010 - September 2018 
UMD N/A 
PSU 2015 - October 2018 
Rutgers 2015 - September 2018 
Figure 1. Reading Room View Ranges. 
All of the schools tracked items in their reading room electronically. Three of the 
schools use AEON as their platform, but UVA uses a custom set VIRGO and Rutgers 
uses Vue Find Interface. Figure 2 indicates how many times each diary was checked out 
of its respective reading room.  
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Diary Identifier Reading Room Views 
NC1 4 
NC2 8 
NC3 4 
NC4 8 
NC5 3 
VA1 1 
VA2 11 
VA3 1 
VA4 11 
VA5 5 
MD1 0 
MD2 0 
MD3 0 
PA1 2 
PA2 1 
PA3 2 
PA4 3 
PA5 4 
NJ1 4 
NJ2 0 
NJ3 2 
Figure 2. Reading Room Views. 
 Both UMD and PSU provided digital views for this study. At UMD, only MD3 
has been digitized, and thus is the only diary with digital statistics. I was informed that 70 
unique page views occurred between 15 October 2014 and 23 October 2018, and that the 
average time on the page was 4 minutes and 21 seconds. An archivist at PSU was able to 
provide finding aid page views for each of the diaries I selected from 2016 to the present. 
Figure 3 displays the total page views for each diary over the past three years. 
 PSU1 PSU2 PSU3 PSU4 PSU5 
2016 68 20 11 48 78 
2017 54 51 12 19 27 
2018 175 303 53 97 53 
Figure 3. PSU Finding Aid Page Views 
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Content Analysis 
 The finding aids were read through carefully in order to search for subjective 
terms. Figure 4 shows the number of subjective terms in each finding aid, or in the case 
of UMD and Rutgers, in the description of the diary.  
Diary Identifier Positive Subject Terms  Negative Subject Terms 
NC1 0 0 
NC2 0 0 
NC3 0 0 
NC4 0 0 
NC5 0 0 
VA1 0 0 
VA2 0 0 
VA3 0 0 
VA4 1  0 
VA5 Subjective writing 0 
MD1 0 0 
MD2 0 0 
MD3 0 0 
PA1 0 0 
PA2 0 0 
PA3 0 0 
PA4 0 0 
PA5 0 0 
NJ1 N/A N/A 
NJ2 0 0 
NJ3 0 0 
Figure 4. Subjective Terms in Each Finding Aids. 
UNC’s finding aids did not appear to be subjective in the least. However, their 
shortness in length may contribute to this. These finding aids had only facts, and did not 
go into great detail about the diary or the history surrounding it. The concise writing 
found in UNC’s finding aids is exemplified with a quote describing the collection from a 
portion of the scope and content note from NC2, “Two Civil War diaries with entries, 
1861-1864, composed during Union soldier and musician Henry K. White's service in the 
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United States Army as a fife player in the regimental band of the 23rd Massachusetts 
Infantry Regiment.”25 
 In comparison, UVA’s finding aids read as much more subjective, especially 
VA4 and VA5. Compared to UNC’s finding aids, there is much more detail in all five of 
UVA’s finding aids. The biographical and historical information is more thorough, and 
more details are provided about the collection in the scope and content note. VA4 was the 
only diary in this study to specifically use a subjective term (“of interest”), though VA5 
was the most subjective as a whole, as the archivist used subjective phrases such as “an 
entertaining piece of writing” when describing the diary. The tone of VA5 is also less 
formal than the other finding aids, which adds to its subjectivity. For example, in VA5, 
the archivist wrote, “The surgeon provides excellent detail of his activities during the last 
days of the Civil War. He apparently leaves out nothing.”26  
Like UNC, PSU’s finding aids do not read as being subjective. Their short length 
contributes to this, as some of the finding aid descriptions are only a sentence long, such 
as PA3’s. PA5 is an exception, however, as its length and writing style is much more 
similar to that of UVA’s finding aids. The length and detailed writing of PA5 makes it 
appear more subjective than the other four finding aids at PSU. For example, compare 
PA3’s one sentence long biographical note, “John H. Morrison served as a musician in 
the 49th Pennsylvania Volunteers Regimental Band in 1862,”27 to PA5’s biographical 
note: “William H.H. Fisher was born in Rutland, Vermont, on 31 January 1841. In 1860 
he was a clerk, and then served in the Vermont Infantry, 7th Regiment, Company D, 
during the American Civil War as a private and was promoted to corporal on 4 March 
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1865. After the war, he was a druggist in Rutland until his death on 30 September 
1897.”28  
In contrast to UNC, UVA, and PSU, UMD’s diaries have very little description; 
each diary has only one to two sentences. In fact, the individual diaries do not even have 
a finding aid. The diaries are within the Maryland Manuscript Collection, which has a 
finding aid. This finding aid is extensive, as there are over 5,000 materials in this 
collection. The individual collections within do not have a finding aid, but a short 
description about the item. The descriptions for the three diaries are formal and concise, 
and do not read as being subjective. For example, the description for MD1, which is 
similar to the other two, is “Fort McHenry in the Civil War. 96 page diary written by 
Corporal Edwin Keay (Co. C and E, 91st New York). Mention of guarding prisoners and 
the death of Abraham Lincoln.”29 
Similarly, the three diaries selected from Rutgers for this study do not have 
finding aids, but short descriptions. While there is minimal information online, I was 
provided with A Guide to New Jersey and Other Civil War Manuscripts, a print resource 
which provides detailed descriptions and partial transcriptions of Civil War materials in 
Rutgers’ Special Collections. Two of the diaries (NJ2 and NJ3) have descriptions in the 
guide, and they’re written in a similar style to UNC, UVA, and PSU’s biographical 
descriptions. While short, the descriptions are detailed and informative, and they do not 
read as subjective. NJ2’s description, which is similar in style to NJ3’s, begins as 
“Haines, of Vincentown, N.J., was a private (finally first sergeant) in Co. I, 5th New 
Jersey Regiment, which served in Virginia, etc.”30 and then gives a summary of what the 
narrative contains. 
 24 
Observational Analysis 
 Searching for diaries at UNC’s Special Collections was easy to do. The UNC 
catalog was easy to navigate, and there were hundreds of results for Civil War diaries. 
After clicking on a record, the link to the finding aid was easy to locate. UNC’s finding 
aids are short. One of the five finding aids (NC4) does not contain a bibliographical note, 
and the ones that do are no more than a few sentences in length. The scope and content 
sections of the five finding aids are similar in length, and no more than one paragraph. 
The tone and wording of all five finding aids is very similar, even though they were 
written by different authors and at different times. Figure 5 describes the processing 
information for the diaries at UNC.  
Diary Identifier Processing Information Revision Information 
NC1 Processed by: Staff 
Encoded by: 1 author   
Encoding date: Dec. 2007 
Updated by: 2 authors 
Revision date: Jan. 2009 
NC2 Processed by: 1 author  
Process date: Nov. 2000 
Encoded by: 1 author  
Encoding date: Nov. 2000 
Updated by: 1 author 
Revision date: Feb. 2005  
NC3 Processed by: 1 author  
Process date: Oct. 2010 
Encoded by: 1 author 
Encoding date: Oct. 2010  
N/A 
NC4 Processed by: Staff 
Encoded by: 1 author  
Encoding date: Dec. 2007  
Updated by: 1 author 
Revision date: Sep. 2010  
NC5 Processed by:  Staff 
Encoded by: 1 author  
Encoding date: Dec. 2007 
Updated by: 2 authors  
Revision date: Mar. 2009  
Figure 5. UNC Processing Information. 
 UVA’s library catalog had similar search features as UNC’s. However, UVA’s 
finding aids are hosted on an external website, Virginia Heritage. UVA’s finding aids are 
noticeably longer than UNC’s, and are the longest out of all of the schools. Although two 
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of the finding aids (VA3 and VA5) do not contain a biographical/historical note, the 
scope and content sections of the five finding aids are extensive, especially VA4’s. Only 
two of the finding aids (VA2 and VA5) do not contain transcriptions of the diaries. The 
writing style of the finding aids differ, though it is unclear if each finding aid was written 
by one author or multiple authors, as well as whether the finding aids have been revised. 
Each finding aid has a copyright date, but no creation date, unlike UNC’s finding aids. 
Figure 6 states the processing information for the diaries.  
Diary Identifier Processing Information Revision Information 
VA1 Processed by: Staff 
Copyright date: 2000 
N/A 
VA2 Processed by: Staff 
Copyright date: 2002 
N/A 
VA3 Processed by: Staff 
Copyright date: 2001 
N/A 
VA4 Processed by: Staff 
Copyright date: 2001 
N/A 
VA5 Processed by:  Staff 
Copyright date: 2002 
N/A 
Figure 6. UVA Processing Information. 
 Finding Civil War diaries in UMD’s Special Collections was difficult compared 
to UNC and UVA. I was unable to easily search for diaries using the catalog, so I 
contacted a UMD archivist at Special Collections. The archivist showed me where to 
locate their Civil War collection online, and on this page were links to the finding aids for 
the different collections. However, since I was only focusing on collections where the 
diary was the focus, or the only item within the collection, none of their Civil War 
collections qualified, even though a few contained diaries. I was then led to the Maryland 
Manuscript Collection, where I successfully found three diaries that met the 
qualifications of my study. The Maryland Manuscript Collection finding aid states that 
each item was individually processed, but the specific information is not listed. It is not 
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clear when these diaries were processed, or whether it was by one author or multiple 
authors. 
PSU’s library catalog was easy to use, although the records did not indicate there 
were finding aids for the collection. After searching the library website, I found the 
Special Collections Finding Aids A to Z list, where I was able to locate the finding aids 
for the diaries I had selected. PSU’s finding aids were similar to UNC’s, as they were 
short, with the exception of PSU5. The length and style of PSU5 is much more similar to 
UVA’s finding aids, as there is substantial historical information, as well as a detailed 
description of the diary. The other four diary finding aids contain only a few sentences 
for both the biographical note and the scope and content note. PSU3’s biographical note 
is only one sentence long, and it does not even contain a scope and content section. Since 
all of the diaries state they were processed by staff, it is unclear if each finding aid was 
written by one author or multiple authors, as well as whether or not the finding aids have 
been revised. The date the finding aids were created is also unknown. 
Rutgers’ online catalog was similar to the other schools’ catalogs, but like UMD, 
I had difficulty finding Civil War diaries that met the qualifications of my study. The 
three I selected had very short finding aid-like information online, but since I was 
generously provided with a copy of their print guide, I was able to locate more 
information on the diaries. However, NJ1’s online description is structured differently 
than NJ2 and NJ3’s, and it is also not mentioned in the print guide.  
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V. Discussion 
 Except for all three of UMD’s diaries and NJ2, all of the diaries had been checked 
out in their respective reading room at least once. Out of the 21 diaries, only VA4 used a 
subjective term (“of interest”), and VA5 read as the most subjective. These results were 
surprising, as I was expecting more subjective terms, but due to the nature of random 
selection, and a low sample size, these results were not unlikely. While subjective terms 
were almost completely absent, some of the finding aids were clearly more subjective 
than others. Aside from obvious author input (like in VA5), the length of the finding aid 
and the writing style is what contributes to subjectivity.  
While the writing was slightly different at each school, UNC, UVA, and PSU’s 
finding aids were very similar in structure. The summaries about the diaries on UMD and 
Rutgers’ websites were also similar. With the exception of VA5, all of the writing was 
formal and educational with varying degrees of descriptions. Of the five schools selected 
for this study, UVA’s finding aids appear to be the most informative for researchers due 
to the historical information provided and their extensive detail about the diary. 
 It is important to note, however, that while this paper studies subjectivity, it is true 
that what one finds subjective may not be subjective for all. This study attempted to base 
subjectivity off of the subjective terms established in previous studies, but in the case of 
VA5, those particular terms proved too limiting to capture the tone of the finding aid. The 
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VA5 finding aid still read as very subjective despite having none of the specific terms 
identified in previous literature, with phrases describing the diary as “an entertaining 
piece of writing.” 
Challenges 
A large challenge in this study was the differences between the special collections.  
Navigating the different websites was difficult at times, as all five of the schools 
organized their websites in different ways. Searching in the catalogs was relatively easy, 
but locating finding aids wasn’t as straightforward as I had expected. I was already 
familiar with Virginia Heritage; so locating UVA’s finding aids was the easiest. Having a 
state repository for finding aids, like Virginia Heritage, would be extremely beneficial to 
researchers and students.  
The fact that UMD and Rutgers didn’t have finding aids for the diaries chosen for 
this study was problematic in two ways. First, it separated them from the others, and this 
study was crafted in a way to ensure there were minimal differences between the diaries. 
While this could have been negated with a different school selection, I wanted to keep to 
the mid-Atlantic region. Second, and more importantly, there was less to analyze 
compared to UNC, UVA, and PSU. In fact, NJ1 did not even have a basic description 
about the diary. After corresponding with archivists at UMD and Rutgers, I was informed 
that UMD is transitioning to a new system, so many finding aids remain unavailable, and 
that the Maryland Manuscripts Collection, where MD1, MD2, and MD3 are located, 
consists of one large finding aid, as individual manuscripts do not constitute a collection. 
Similarly, the diaries selected from Rutgers do not have finding aids because the 
collections are deemed too small. Instead, they have MARC records, which include brief 
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descriptions of the collections. The print guide to the Rutgers Civil War materials was 
especially helpful, but even that did not contain the amount of detail found in the other 
schools’ finding aids.  
  Another challenge of this study was determining whether word choice of the 
archivist was personal, or if they were copying words from the diary. For example, 
“disastrous” was used in VA1 to describe a Civil War battle. Was this word a personal 
choice of the author? Or was the author recording what the diarist wrote about the battle? 
If it was what the diarist said, then it wouldn’t be subjective in the context of this study, 
but if it was the archivist’s own words, then one could read it subjectively.    
Suggestions for Further Research 
 This study, like many do, raised more questions than it answered. Additional 
research would be beneficial in attempting to understand subjectivity in finding aids. 
Because this was a short-term study, several ideas were cultivated that could not be 
explored. For example, ideas for further research include: first, designing a broader study 
to include more diaries from the selected special collections. Both UNC and UVA have 
hundreds of Civil War diaries that could be explored to learn more about subjectivity.  
 Second, expanding the qualifications of the study would allow more possible 
samples. This study only used collections that contained a Civil War diary where the 
diary was the focus of the collection, which limited the availability at some of the 
schools, such as UMD and Rutgers. If one were to simply look at finding aids of 
collections that contained Civil War personal narratives, there would be significantly 
higher chances of obtaining more samples. 
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 Third, and this would be the most intensive, analyzing all finding aids at a school 
on a specific topic (e.g. the Civil War or personal narratives) for positive subjective 
terms. It would be interesting to find out whether there are any common threads among 
the items described with those terms. For example, perhaps all of these finding aids were 
written by the same archivist, or during the same time period. Finally, expanding this to 
compare the results to different academic institutions would be extremely beneficial to 
the field of subjectivity. 
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VI. Conclusion  
 This study was conducted with the goal of contributing to the ever-growing field 
of subjectivity in archival description. While this study did not obtain expected results– a 
moderate to large presence of subjective terms in finding aids– it is still clear that 
subjectivity is present within finding aids. Of the two diaries (VA4 and VA5) that were 
deemed subjective, one because of a subjective term and the other based on the writing 
style, the former was the diary of a Union soldier and the latter of a Confederate soldier. 
Both of these diaries are located in a former Confederate state, Virginia.  
 While the findings are slim, one can argue that the subjectivity found within VA4 
and VA5 has the potential to influence researchers. However, this does not have to be a 
bad thing. It is clear that subjectivity is subjective in itself. Those reading these finding 
aids are most likely already interested in the subject for one reason or another, even if it’s 
for something as basic as a required school assignment, and so emotion by the archivist in 
the finding aid might be deemed helpful. 
 Much of the literature that shaped this study follows the belief that the archivist 
should be objective and only guide towards Truth, but perhaps it is time for a change. As 
long as one is respectful, and states all the facts, perhaps subjective writing would be 
more helpful for researchers than a blatant regurgitation of facts. While formal, basic 
writing provides needed information; the archivist’s insertion of their interests can help 
guide researchers to a better understanding of the material.  
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 This, of course, can be seen as a double-edged sword, however, if the archivist 
doesn’t like, or support, the material. Finding the balance between staying apart from the 
material while also being interested in the material is key, and once found, will solve the 
question of subjectivity. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A 
 University Information and Statistics 
 
Name of 
School 
Location Year 
Established 
State 
Stance During 
the Civil War 
Battles 
Fought in 
the State31 
UNC Chapel Hill, NC 1789 Confederate 20 
UVA Charlottesville, VA 1819 Confederate 122 
UMD College Park, MD 1856 Border State 
Union 
7 
PSU University Park, PA 1855 Union 2 
Rutgers New Brunswick, NJ 1766 Union 0 
Figure 7. Historical Information. 
 
Name 
of 
School 
Type of 
School 
Research 
University 
Status 
Land 
Grant 
Status 
Endowment Total 
Student 
Population 
Campus Type Campus 
Size 
UNC Public 
Flagship 
R1 No $3.9  
Billion 
29,847 University Town 729  
acres 
UVA Public 
Flagship 
R1 No  $9.5  
Billion 
24,360 Small City 1,682 
acres 
UMD Public 
Flagship 
R1 Yes $542.1 
Million 
41,200 Suburban 1,340 
acres 
PSU Public  
Flagship 
R1 Yes $3.64  
Billion 
47,307 Rural/College 
Town 
7,343 
acres 
Rutgers Public  
Flagship 
R1 Yes $1.22  
Billion 
40,720 Urban/Suburban 6,088 
acres 
Figure 8. Current University Demographics.32 
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Appendix A, continued.  
 
 UNC33 UVA34 UMD35 PSU36 Rutgers37 
US News 
Rank38 
30 25 63 59 56 
Acceptance 
Rate 
21.9% 27.4% 47.2% 51.3% 58.5% 
Percent of 
In-State 
First Year 
Students 
82.1% 69% 74.4% 57% 82.6% 
In-State 
Tuition 
$8,910 $16,50239 
 
$10,595 $18,436 $11,999 
Cost of 
Living 
(Compared 
to the 
National 
Average) 
113%40 104%41 147%42 113%43 121.3%44 
Number of 
Bachelor 
Degrees 
Offered 
70+ 70+ 90+ 275+ 150+ 
Athletic 
Affiliation/ 
Conference 
NCAA D1 
ACC 
NCAA D1 
ACC 
NCAA D1 
Big Ten 
NCAA D1 
Big Ten 
NCAA D1 
Big Ten 
Greek Life 20% 35% 17% 17% 10% 
Graduation 
Rate45 
80% 87% 67% 66% 59% 
Figure 9. Specialized University and Student Demographics. 
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Appendix B 
 Special Collection Libraries  
 
School Name  Librarian and 
Staff Size 
Size Civil War 
Collection46 
UNC47 Louis Round 
Wilson Library 
Special Collections 
50+ Books:  
800,000 
Manuscripts: 
26,000,000 
Photographs: 
3,000,000 
Very Large 
 
UVA48 Albert and Shirley 
Small Special 
Collections 
Library  
 
20+ 
 
Books: 
350,000 
Manuscripts 
13,000,000 
Photographs: 
250,000 
Large 
UMD49 Special Collections 
and University 
Archives 
20+ None Stated Moderate 
PSU50 Eberly Family 
Special Collections 
Library  
22 Books: 
200,000 
Manuscripts: 
25,000,000 
Photographs: 
<1,000,000 
Medium 
Rutgers51 Special Collections 
and University 
Archives 
14 Books: 
100,000 
Manuscripts: 
8,000,000 
Photographs: 
Not stated 
Moderate 
Figure 10. Special Collection Information. 
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Appendix C 
 Diary Identifiers 
 
Title of Diary Identifier 
Benjamin F. White Diaries  NC1 
Henry K. White Diaries NC2 
Jacob D. Irish Diary NC3 
Thomas Ware Diary NC4 
William J. Creasey Diary NC5 
Figure 11. University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill. 
 
Title of Diary Identifier 
Civil War Diary of Henry Thomas, 8th 
New York Artillery 1860-1866 
VA1 
Civil War Diary of Robert Garlick Hill 
Kean 1861-1866 
VA2 
Civil War Diary of William Johnston, 8th 
Michigan Infantry 1864 
VA3 
Civil War Diary of William S. Hotchkin, 
1st Regiment New York Engineers 1864-
1865 
VA4 
Memories of a Confederate Surgeon in the 
Army of Northern Virginia 1865 
VA5 
Figure 12. University of Virginia. 
 
Title of Diary Identifier 
Diary of Corporal Edwin Keay, Company 
C and E, 91st New York 
MD1 
Diary of Private Emory Wilcox, 8th New 
York Heavy Artillery Regiment  
MD2 
Diary of Private L. J. Watkins, 1st 
Maryland Cavalry, C. S. A 
MD3 
Figure 13. University of Maryland – College Park. 
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Appendix C, continued.  
 
 
Title of Diary Identifier 
A. J. Thompson Civil War Diary, 1861-
1863 
PA1 
Elisha J. Bracken Civil War Diary PA2 
John H. Morrison Civil War Diary, 1862 PA3 
Morris W. Hackman Civil War Diary, 
1862-1863 
PA4 
William H.H. Fisher Civil War Diary, 1865 PA5 
Figure 14. Pennsylvania State University – University Park. 
 
Title of Diary Identifier 
Christopher D. Pope Civil War Journal, 
1863 
NJ1 
William K. Haines, 1842-1916 NJ2 
William Farrand Keys, 1837-1917 NJ3 
Figure 15. Rutgers – New Brunswick. 
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Appendix D 
Diary Information 
 
Special 
Collection 
Diary 
Identifier 
Date/s 
Written  
Alliance State and Troop Digitized 
UNC NC1 1861 Confederate 6th North Carolina 
Regiment 
Yes 
UNC NC2 1861-1864 Union 23rd Massachusetts 
Infantry Regiment 
No 
UNC NC3 1865 Union 19th Independent Battery 
of the New York Artillery 
Yes 
UNC NC4 1861-1863 Confederate 15th Georgia Infantry 
Regiment 
Yes 
UNC NC5 1861-1862 Union 23rd Massachusetts 
Infantry Regiment 
Yes 
UVA VA1 1860-1866 Union 8th New York Artillery No 
UVA VA2 1861-1866 Confederate Southern Army of the 
Potomac 
No 
UVA VA3 1864 Union 8th Michigan Infantry No 
UVA VA4 1864-1865 Union 1st Regiment New York 
Engineers 
No 
UVA VA5 1865 Confederate Army of Northern 
Virginia 
No 
UMD MD1 1865 Union 91st New York Regiment No 
UMD MD2 1864 Union 8th New York Heavy 
Artillery Regiment 
No 
UMD MD3 1864 Confederate 1st Maryland Cavalry Yes 
PSU PA1 1861-1863 Union 1st Ohio Light Artillery; 
Army of the Potomac 
No 
PSU PA2 1862-1863 Union Pennsylvania Volunteers, 
100th Regiment 
No 
PSU PA3 1862 Union 49th Pennsylvania 
Volunteers Regimental 
Band 
No 
PSU PA4 1862-1863 Union 29th Pennsylvania 
Regiment 
No 
PSU PA5 1865 Union Vermont Infantry, 7th 
Regiment 
No 
Rutgers NJ1 1863-1864 Union 143rd Pennsylvania 
Infantry 
No 
Rutgers NJ2 1862-1864 Union 5th New Jersey Regiment No 
Rutgers NJ3 1863 Not Stated Not Stated No 
Figure 16. Diary Information. 
 
 
 
44 
 
 
 
 
 
APPENDIX NOTES
																																																						
31 “Civil War Battle Summaries by State,” The American Battlefield Protection Program.  
https://www.nps.gov/abpp/battles/bystate.htm 
32 Information from the Infobox University Template on Wikipedia, statistics taken from quick facts and 
statistics pages on the university sites 
33 All data taken from the 2018-2019 school year; facts and figures from admissions.unc.edu and other 
UNC sites 
34 Admission data taken from the 2016-2017 school year; other data taken from 2018-2019 school year; 
facts and figures from admission.virginia.edu and other UVA sites 
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admission.umd.edu, irma.umd.edu, and other UMD sites 
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and figures from financialaid.rutgers.edu and other Rutgers sites 
38 National University Rankings, U.S. News & World Reports, https://www.usnews.com/best-
colleges/rankings/national-universities 
39 Tuition is program based. This cost is for 1st-3rd year students in the College of Arts and Sciences; 4th 
year tuition is $15,472. These estimates are from the 2018-2019 school year 
(https://sfs.virginia.edu/cost/18-19). 
40 “Compare the Cost of Living,” UNC The Graduate School, gradschool.unc.edu 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Data from bestplaces.net 
44 Ibid. 
45 Based on 4 years. 
46 For this study, size was determined by the number of Civil War personal narratives available online in 
the collection. Very large: <500, large: <250, medium: <100, moderate: <50, small: <25. 
47 Data from https://library.unc.edu/wilson/ 
48 Data from https://small.library.virginia.edu 
49 Data from https://www.lib.umd.edu/special 
50 Data from https://libraries.psu.edu/specialcollections 
51 Data from https://www.libraries.rutgers.edu/scua	
 
